If the World Health Organization is right in its claim that smallpox has now been eliminated from the earth, Janet Parker, a 40-year-old medical photographer at the Medical School at Birmingham University, will have the unenviable distinction of having been its very last victim.
But unlike most of those countless millions killed by smallpox over the course of human existence, Janet Parker's death is likely to rate as more than a mere statistic. It has become a cause celebre in Britain, focusing attention on the safety standards in biology laboratories and the way those standards are enforced. More immediately, it caused the suicide of a distinguished biologist and provides the substance of a court action against Birmingham University, yet to be heard. Its reverberations will take a long time to die down.
Janet Parker contracted smallpox, it seems safe to say, from a laboratory situated on the floor below her darkroom in the university medical school. It Birmingham University has so far made no comment on the contents of the report, except to make a successful application in court to seek a High Court order preventing the Birmingham magistrates from hearing the case brought against the university by the Health and Safety Commission. The hearing was due to take place on 26 January, but the university argues that the release of the Shooter report was a contempt of court which could prejudice the defense. It will now be up to the High Court to determine whether the hearing should go ahead, be delayed, or take place somewhere else.
Whatever the legal outcome, it seems likely that the Health and Safety Commission will in the future play a much greater role in the control and monitoring of universities. Many scientists will regret the change, which will bring an outside body into the operations of academic institutions and disrupt the older, cosier style in which the scientists were their own policemen. The system appears to have connived at breaches of the most elementary kind.
